
 

Dining Table with 4 Chairs 

 

Amina counted the uneven beat of the smoke detector's red light, Noor asleep beside her. 

She could tickle him, put her cold hands on his belly and startle him awake. Amina didn't 

know what she wanted looking at his broad back, the neighbor's deck light coming 

between the curtains and making a silver dollar on his shoulder. Amina could punch him, 

her frustration like her mother's when someone called and didn't say hello.  

 But Amina didn’t laugh when only she and the neighborhood dogs were up. She 

listened to news stories on the clock radio: a girl holding her grandmother hostage 

because she needed a playmate, a study that revealed men could not judge clearly when 

even a picture of a beautiful woman was nearby. Amina saved these stories, divided them 

like cilantro leaves from stem and told Noor about them the next day, hoping he would 

remember. “I was asleep,” he always said. “Why weren't you?” She couldn't explain why 

it made her angry that the smoke detector's light beat every nineteen then every twenty-

seven seconds, or not at all. 

 They brushed their teeth together most nights, trying to talk through mouthfuls of 

minty spit. They played bathroom charades: their mischief often the flint for what came 

after. But when the flame wouldn't come to bed with them, Amina didn't know how to 

whisper to the smoke, how to lift and grow it. Instead she played the game where she 

changed herself and their townhouse. Make the walls a lighter beige, the dishes without 

lacquer that dulls like a dirty wedding band. Or, iron the fine wrinkles at the sides of my 

forehead, the textured ones like fresh-washed linen at the back of my thighs. Give me 

softer nails that bend in the water. Amina imagined things until she was a figure 

transformed. 

 When they used to reach for a hipbone or small-of-back in the middle of the night, 

and then sleep with their eyelids tingling from their shower, they didn't say anything to 

each other. Maybe they linked fingers or let a foot rest on a calf. It was a few years since 

their wedding night, their first sex, and it bothered her that Noor said I love you and 

goodnight several times in bed as if he was forgetting, his kisses still tender but 

measured. They didn't fight much and when they did, they'd leave arguments like a meal 

that didn't deserve seconds. 



 

 The first months of their marriage Amina woke up frightened there was an arm 

touching hers in bed. She saw Noor out of the corner of her eye and thought, stranger, 

then glanced at the back door, the knife drawer. Only the furniture and trinkets were 

comfortable in their spaces. They owned heavy curtains, matching lamps, a ridiculous 

number of rugs. Their mothers gave them bed sheets and thin quilts in several colors, 

each saying, “there was a sale,” or “I never use this.” Amina hated stores, how the 

salespeople looked at her to make decisions when it was Noor who easily put together 

beautiful rooms, choosing even the chair and floor cushions while she was overwhelmed 

by all the weekends spent accumulating things they would one day have to pack and 

move. She only wanted things to feel good, to not break, and had trouble considering 

patterns, textures. 

 All the things Noor said he would have to replace, now that he was married, 

alarmed Amina. She knew he did it so everything would feel theirs but liked his simple 

things: the big desk where he studied and ate, the brown recliner worn at the head and 

arms, the bath rug that smelled of Basmati rice. Leaving those things by a dumpster or at 

the Goodwill made her hot with sorry. Amina wanted his old scents, to see where 

something was nicked, torn or stained. She felt she didn't belong in their townhouse, with 

the fruit of Noor's lists, his decisions. They went out often, visited family. They took trips 

and took sweat-faced, rubber band-smile pictures in front of fountains or atop small hills 

with skylines in the distance. They were eating dinner one night when Noor said, “Isn't it 

weird we have all this food and we're only two people?” Amina thought he meant she 

cooked too much, or didn't invite people over enough. By their first anniversary, they 

were looking for pets but Amina wouldn't hold them. She was startled by the feel of a 

warm paw pad on her palm. 

 On their second anniversary they gave each other small gifts, had a good night, 

Amina wearing brown lipstick with a vanilla scent. That night she dreamed of a skinny 

baby with hair like the blooms on a yucca plant. She held the baby away from herself. Its 

chest was wooden, its nipples the melting tip of an ice cream cone. She put down a bowl 

of cat food for the baby, wondering if she should add water, pound it to a mash. “Where's 

the crib?” she asked her mother. “Where's the diapers?” There was no answer, and when 

Amina scooped the cat food mush into her fingers, her mother pointed to her chest. 



 

Amina's breasts ached for days and she was only hours from getting a pregnancy test 

when her period came. But she remembered the dream, her disappointment with the 

baby's face. And then she noticed children everywhere, could smell their skin it seemed, a 

sweet-plastic smell that made her think of My Little Pony. 

 Amina sometimes rode an unfamiliar bus route to fill her day. She watched small 

children sway in their seats, put their nail-less fingers on the windows, in their mouths, in 

their mother's mouths. Some days Amina almost got off at the stop by her old job. She 

saw teen girls with flimsy carriages, hardly good enough for a doll and without a visor to 

protect a pimple-cheeked infant from the sun or the cold. Other girls carried car seats 

with blankets draped over their babies' faces and Amina often wanted to lift a corner, see 

if they were still alive. She saw a toddler atop a big-screen TV box. 

 Once, a little girl with four freshly oiled and combed braids came up to Amina as 

she sat on a bench in front of the grocery store waiting for Noor. “Hi,” the girl said. 

Amina didn’t answer and looked for a frantic mother. “Don't worry, you're going to be 

okay,” the girl said, and walked away. Amina couldn't speak on the ride home because 

she felt she would weep a sudden rain, the kind that pools in dry soil. Amina told her 

mother about it and she said, “Maybe she was an angel. You're too young and bad to have 

seen one, though.” and they laughed at how a day could turn. 

 If Noor reached toward Amina, she found the familiar rhythms, let a stray chest hair 

tickle her cheek when she hid her face to let out a cry. But one night she looked over 

Noor's shoulder as he held her like a bowl and whispered babybabybaby. She didn’t 

know if she was talking to him or wishing. The next morning she woke up cold and the 

first thing she thought of was what kind of clothes a person should put on a child in this 

weather. A few nights after that Amina sat in the tub until it felt like she was sitting in 

silt. Then she soaked her feet in warm water and kept still so bubbles formed on her toes 

and ankles. She drew her name into the bubbles and wondered why she was called 

Amina. 

  Some nights Noor came and sat on the toilet and Amina didn't bother to straighten 

so her stomach didn't make dark-creased folds. He came when she made waves that were 

too big. “Why are you thrashing around in there?” He'd ask and smile, and Amina was 

scared that he would or wouldn't get in with her. “Shipwreck,” she’d say, and recall the 



 

verse about the unbelievers who stretch out their hands but can't see beyond the clouds, 

the billows of water. 

 After Amina told Noor about her dream and he smiled a rubber band-smile, she 

stopped watching babies and started watching couples: if their feet landed on the same 

beat, if one leaned toward the other more. Driving home from the movies they saw a man 

and woman walking so slow in a storm, Amina made sure it was ribbons of rain on the 

windshield. “They're something from a movie,” Noor said and Amina thought, I'd like to 

see that movie, hear the talk that makes an umbrella over people. 

 

**** 

 A couple moved into the townhouse across from theirs, and kept their curtains 

open. In the evenings, they ate at a little dining table, a table so unlike the ones Amina 

and Noor were shopping for. Amina looked in on her way home. She took out the trash 

and felt a thrill when she saw their candles. They were set on dishes and were lopsided, 

so different from the heavy candelabras and sweet-smelling tea lights Amina kept in a 

cupboard and arranged for guests. After dinner she went online and looked at tables, 

considered the number of chairs, enjoyed the flickered thought of a booster seat between 

them. They set aside some money for a good dining set, one whose chairs had things 

carved into them, one with a leaf, one that would look good with the gold-embroidered 

cloth folded neatly with their unused guest towels. “I don't want to buy another thing for 

at least ten years,” Noor had said. Amina scrolled through department store ads, skipped 

past the thick-legged tables. She saved links, wrote down measurements. She squinted 

her eyes at their dining room. 

 Noor claimed he didn't know an address when on Sundays Amina suggested they 

go to a consignment shop. He joked about bed bugs and particleboard but there was a 

hardness to his voice after their third or fourth trip to an out-of-the-way, dim showroom. 

“Can we do this another time?” He said, his voice a nail head skimming a thigh under a 

table. Amina didn't argue. She only folded the pictures and addresses she'd written down 

and put them in her purse. When she couldn't sleep she turned on the computer and 

searched until she found herself so close to the screen she could hardly read a word. She 

took the bus, several buses when Noor was at work. She called and e-mailed strangers, 



 

was often a half-day too late to buy their dining sets. At the stores with Noor she couldn't 

pick a stain, a sheen, a grain direction, a chair height. He got bored and sat somewhere to 

watch her flip over price tags and walk away. On her own Amina saw too many choices 

and clicked the same postings over and over before sending a message. People didn't 

usually write or call back and Amina wondered if they heard a slight accent, if she should 

just sign e-mails with her initials. 

 She found the perfect table while Noor was out. She refreshed the page every few 

minutes hoping new posts would appear. The last time they looked, Amina and Noor 

agreed on a set but it was out-of-stock. She was immediately grateful because Noor 

almost tricked her into buying an eight-chaired hardwood table. The set she looked at 

now was too red next to the rest of their furniture but it was clean and she couldn't see 

any scratches on it. The address was a short ride on the freeway and she called, happy to 

hear an older man with a honey-and-milk voice say that it was still for sale. Amina had 

withdrawn a few hundred dollars weeks ago and was waiting with her shoes on when her 

husband's hand turned the knob. 

 Before she said anything, Noor gestured for her to step out so he could lock the 

door. He smelled like the musky oil he rubbed into his mustache every Friday. 

 “Aren't most places closed?” He asked, rolling the window down a crack on her 

side. He did it without asking but Amina usually liked the loud and too-cool wind-howl 

in her ear as they drove. She pressed the button to close it but it was locked. Instead of 

unlocking her button, Noor used his. It reminded Amina of the times he'd jerk the car 

away as she reached for the door handle, once leaving the parking lot altogether only to 

circle around and find her trembling, chilly and annoyed. 

 “It's at someone's house,” she said and Noor's hand paused over the gearshift as he 

reversed out of their parking spot. At the end of their complex's driveway he asked her 

for the address and the only sound in the car was the paper Amina folded and unfolded in 

her hands. 

 On the way, Noor pulled into a gas station. He wiped down the windshield and 

back window, smiled at her through the glass. She couldn't tell if she smiled back. What 

if someone gets there first, she thought and looked at Noor's cell phone resting in the 

center console. He said loudly, so she could hear inside: “What if a Lamborghini gets 



 

there first?” It was an old joke, one that Amina made when it was hard to find a place to 

park. While Noor waited with his signal on as someone backed out, she’d ask: “What if 

someone driving real fast steals the spot?” A what-would-you-do question. But Noor only 

said, “I have my signal on. They can't.” The sound of the pump was a whimpering dog 

and Amina mimicked it until Noor got in the car. 

 Noor didn't speak again until they turned onto the street and he asked her to help 

look for house numbers. The neighborhood was well lit, the addresses freshly painted in 

black and white at the end of driveways. They were the kind of houses Noor planned to 

live in, houses distinguished from each other by greener lawns, interior decorations. 

Houses with extra bedrooms, fenced-in yards, and nearby bike trails and schools. Noor 

seemed to relax, said, “Rich people have bed bugs, too” and this time Amina laughed. 

She hoped these people had nicer curtains, a bigger TV. 

 An old Asian man opened the door and Amina was surprised because his name 

seemed German. Maybe it was his internet name. There was a chuckle in his eyes, too 

and his house smelled earthy, like a sun shower. 

 “It's this here,” he said pointing to a set dwarfed by the high ceiling. A TV with a 

dancing border played a game show in the background. “I used to study on it but not 

anymore.” His gray hairs were carefully bent wires. Noor bowed over the table surface, 

checked its underside, and shook it gently to see if it waddled. There were toys on the 

floor, the sound of a toilet flushing. 

 “Grandson,” the man said, and a little boy emerged tugging at his waistband. 

Amina didn't hear him wash his hands. She checked the thought that she'd have to 

sanitize every inch of the dining set and nodded several times at the boy and his 

grandfather. 

 “Looks okay to me,” Noor said. 

 “It's eighty,” the man said and Amina paid him with fresh bills that slipped against 

each other. “When can you pick it up?” 

 Noor sighed a little and told him Sunday. As they were leaving, Noor said, “Did 

you see that bird's nest? And all the shit right at their door?” Amina had seen the nest but 

liked that something lived opposite the front door. The bird shit she would have swept 

into the grass by the walkway.  



 

 Sunday morning Amina finished her second cup of tea as Noor got out of bed. They 

had to pick up the rental truck and collect their dining table and chairs by ten, or try again 

next week. Noor took so long to get dressed Amina accused him of sabotage then 

coughed an awkward laugh. Riding in the truck was like being in a chair floating above 

the freeway, hovering over cars. Amina could tell Noor was nervous; he bit his upper lip 

to reveal his silky inner lip as he pressed too hard on the gas, turned the wheel as if it 

would burst, firecracker in his hands. 

 The old man came outside in his socks to greet them. He carried a chair, a few worn 

cushions. The little boy was not there this time and the bird was not in its nest. Noor's 

discomfort made him friendly, tell jokes. Later, he played the radio too loudly and 

screamed along with the heavy metal saved to the pre-set radio stations. Amina listened 

for the table, worried that it would slide too much even though the men had arranged the 

chairs and nodded at them and at each other. At stoplights and turns she waited for a 

thud, for a car to crash into the back of the truck.  

 When Noor pulled into the empty lot next to their complex, Amina thought 

something was wrong. 

 “Did you break the truck?” she asked. 

 “No.” Noor turned it off and opened the door. The alert chime played in Amina's 

ear like a trapped and winged insect. “But I thought I'd give you a chance to try.” 

Amina had her license but hardly drove. She lived at home before marrying Noor and 

took her mother to stores, to friend's houses and sometimes parked the car like a crooked 

tooth in a small mouth. 

 Noor was already opening her door, holding out a hand so she could step down. 

“I'm wearing sandals,” she said.  

 “So take them off.”  

 She used to drive his car barefoot, would pick him up from work with her heels in 

the backseat. Her toes gripped the pedals now and the truck cleared its throat. She was 

more excited than scared, holding the wheel like a glass box. Noor turned the radio down 

and leaned back in his seat, not looking anxiously in the mirrors or out the windows. 

Amina had never driven anything this big and enjoyed how far away she felt from the 

truck's floor. She signaled, turned neatly from the lot and onto the street. There weren't 



 

any cars and it was seconds until she was at the front gate. Willow Point: the lettering was 

fit for a scroll. There were no willows around but Amina wished there were. She wasn't 

sure if it was a dream or memory that put her sitting under one, watching ducks circle and 

skim pond water. 

 Amina held her key card in front of the scanner, leaning halfway out of the window 

to do it. Noor placed his hand on her hip. He let it stay, a question. She sat on his open 

palm and wouldn't look his way. She could feel his grin. She could nearly hear the sound 

of his smile. As she drove to their parking space, she shifted her hip and told him to move 

his hand. He tickled her instead. Amina knew she couldn't reverse into their spot and 

squinted at the rear view, rocking her hips to squish Noor's hand. They laughed as she 

turned the wheel left then sharply right. She backed up too fast and braked when a wheel 

jumped the curb. There was a small cracking sound and they paused. Amina kept 

laughing but with a wet tissue in her throat. 

 A chair had lost a post in its back. “Well, now it's ours. Perfect for our family.” 

There's only two of us, Amina thought. The words stopped at her lips so fast they made a 

tiny whistle. She remembered when Noor had added her to his policies. “Two is a 

family,” he’d said. She hadn't thought of it that way, couldn't imagine her father's hand on 

her mother's shoulder saying, “She is my family.” 

 


